
In 2012, I bravely crossed the border from New York to attend my first NJ SCBWI Annual Conference.  
I didn’t know a soul. 

After years of starts and stops in my illustration career, I realized that I needed to learn more about the 
craft of writing and illustrating for children’s literature. The price of the conference was daunting for my 
budget, but my supportive husband agreed it was worth it. (To save money I drove back and forth each 
day.)

In some ways, that first conference was a bit of a disaster. I assembled a portfolio of oil paintings that, in 
retrospect, was woefully mistargeted for children’s literature. I neglected to drink enough coffee during 
the day, which brought on a migraine–just in time for my critique with Harold Underdown. He must have 
thought me odd, as I requested we go to a darker part of the shared critique space. (My brain felt like it 
was splitting.) I proudly shared my rhyming poem about “Musical Moosies” (cringe) with him. Harold was 
very patient and kind, as he explained that verse may not be the first form of writing I attempt to submit. 
He also gently said that though I had an idea of what a picture book should be based on what I had read 
as a kid, or what I had read to my son only 7 or so years prior–things change swiftly in the industry. He 
explained I needed to get in touch with today’s books. My feathers were slightly ruffled at that because I 
thought I knew the field of children’s literature. But he was right, and his wisdom has stayed with me. 

The best thing to come from my first conference, besides hearing the incredible Dan Yaccarino as keynote, 
was another author/illustrator that noticed my lost puppy dog look, and started talking to me. Deb Cuneo 
(she hates the spotlight–sorry Deb!) spent time talking to me, asking me about my work, and sharing hers. 
She gave me leads on critique groups she was a part of– and folded me under her wing. She introduced 
me to other author/illustrators like Diana Ting-Delosh, Patricia 
Keeler (faculty at this year’s conference!) and Jason Kirschner. We 
formed a critique group, which then included Mike Ciccotello after 
meeting him at the 2015 NJ SCBWI conference. 

While I had hopes of returning from my first conference with a book 
contract, what I received was far better. I had friends in the industry 
that were cheering me on, helping me to improve my work so that it 
would better fit the children’s literature world, and someone to vent 
to when the frustrations became too much. 

In a relatively short time, our group made great strides. In 2018, 
Patricia Keeler, Deb Cuneo, and I all had books come out in the same 
month! We were overjoyed to launch our books together (separate 
publishers). 

I know many people do impress gatekeepers at conferences that 
lead to bigger and better things. But in the end, I feel like the friends 
made through these conferences keep me going when the publishing 
waters get rough–which is longer lasting than a single contract.
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